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ART. XV.—The Art of the English Plasterer as exemplified 
in Cumberland and Westmorland. By JOHN F. 
CURWEN, F.S.A. 

Read at Kendal, September 11th, 1929. 

THE origin of the ceiling, as distinguished from the 
1 underside of the floor, appears to be found early in 
the 16th century, when the practice was introduced of 
covering the lower sides of the floor joists with boarding, 
and dividing the flat surface between the beams into 
panels by applied mouldings. These panels were enriched 
frequently with devices and emblazoned in the most 
brilliant of colours. Certainly the earliest and finest 
example in our district is to be found in the solar of the 
Carlisle Deanery, erected by Prior Senhouse sometime 
between the years 15o5 and 1518. 

And if this added warmth to the room and pleasing 
decoration could be achieved in wood, why, thought the 
playsterer, should he not continue his parging of the walls 
across the ceiling and also try to subdivide it, with 
short ribs, into square panels ? With such a wide field 
opened before him his craft commenced, but it must be 
conceded that it was never established as a craft of the 
highest importance until he had worked with, and learnt 
from, the Italian Stuccoists who were then arriving to 
execute their plaster craft in England. 

The Italians used a plaster, known as Stucco-duro, 
which was a very different material to our English plaster. 
It was made from carbonate of lime that set quite white, 
was very hard, and was capable of receiving a polish like 
that of marble. It was a material, however, too advanced 
for our native workmen, who seem to have stuck resolutely 
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138 	THE ART OF THE ENGLISH PLASTERER. 

to their parge of ordinary lime, sand, hair and cow-dung. 
And fortunate it was so, for the coarser texture of this 
material prevented too fine an edge being given to the 
rib and allowed the ornament in low relief to melt quietly 
away into the background. There is a softness in the 
native work easily distinguished from the hard and sharp, 
keen-cement sort of feeling, on edge and surface, of the 
Italian Renaissance. 

The native craft started its growth very timidly. As 
we have seen the plasterer began to parge the underside 
of the floor joists, in lieu of the usual boarding, but not 
feeling confident at first he had to leave the joiners to 
finish it off with oaken ribs. We have at Sizergh Hall 
several ceilings erected in this manner between the years 
1558 and 1569. It must have been very irritating for 
him, however, to have to share his work with a joiner; 
each would blame the other if a fault occurred; and so we 
find that, after considerable experiment, he at length 
learnt how to execute the ribs themselves in plaster, so 
long as he kept to the straight lines of squares and 
octagons. It was no easy task, for while the joiner 
could mold his ribs upon a bench and then just nail them 
up to the ceiling, he had to stand on an awkward trestle 
and work his parge into shape above his head and with 
particles of the stuff ever liable to fall upon his face. 

And following the practice of emblazoning devices on 
the wooden ceilings, he also learnt, during this long period 
of tuition, how to scratch outlines of animals and orna-
ments on his ceiling while still wet, to add on more plaster 
so as to give body to his sketch and then rapidly to 
model the lump into delicate reliefs before it had time 
to set. 

Of this straight line period, with low relief ornament, 
we have an excellent example in the drawing room at 
Hornby Hall, Brougham, dated 1584, where the ribs 
cross one another leaving the square panels to be filled 
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SHORT STRAIGHT LINE PERIOD, 1584. SEMI-CIRCLE ON A STRAIGHT LINE, 1585. 

TO FACE P. 138. 
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SEMI-CIRCLE ON TWO RADIATING LINES, 1585. 

TO FACE P. 139. 
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with vine leaves and grapes, oak leaves and acorns, birds 
and the inevitable lion passant. Or again there is the 
smaller but more enriched ceiling in the drawing room 
at Barton Kirke, of about the same date and probably 
worked by the same hand. Here on either side of a deep 
beam the ceiling is covered by short ribs forming cross-
squares, diamonds and octagons, with every little compart-
ment filled with thistles and rose sprays. There is almost 
an exact copy of this at Little Strickland Hall. 

It must have been a great day when the plasterer first 
struck a semi-circle on the side of a straight line, and thus 
brought about a pattern such as,•can be seen at Gerard 
Lowther's house in Penrith (the Two Lions Inn) . The 
back-ground is very conveniently embossed with the 
date 1585. 

On a plastered wall at Helsington Laithes there is 
worked a ribbed ceiling design somewhat similar to the 
last only as a central feature within the square there is 
a patera bearing the initials I. and A.B. with the date 
1538. The date is clearly impossible. This was a 
Bellingham house and the initials can only stand for 
James and Agnes Bellingham who entered into possession 
of Levens Hall in 1577. For the first few years they 
continued to live at Helsington Laithes, while Levens 
was being transformed from a fortified dwelling into a 
stately Elizabethan mansion. We can assume therefore 
pretty conclusively that he caused this trial piece to be 
wrought in 1583, to judge of its appearance, before 
giving his order for the erection of his various ceilings 
at Levens between that date and 1585. Whether the 
craftsman put 1538 for 1583 mattered little, or it is 
possible that in subsequent generations the figures 
became loosened and were refixed in the wrong order. 

In this work at Levens we find the next two develop-
ments, how the craftsman had the pluck to form his 
semi-circle on two radiating lines, thus forming a kite- 
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shaped pattern, and how he swept his circles further round 
to form an intricate quatre-foil design such as is seen in 
the hall. It is delightful to study this ceiling closely—
look at the soft texture of the background laid on with 
the trowel, and compare it with the smooth and artless 
plaster-of-Paris skimming as worked by the float of the 
present day. Then look at the ribs; there is no geometric 
ruling, but simple free-hand work, the curves are all 
" run " by eye and hand. There is no shirking of the 
difficult mitres, where the circles interlace, by masking 
them with thin leaden leaves or bosses, but each is care-
fully made with the rib moulds clean and sharply scribing 
into one another. And lastly, look at the care bestowed 
upon the devices—the Bellingham horn and the stag 
within wreaths, the crowned Tudor rose and the delicate 
sprays. The whole effect is a pure delight. 

It would appear that Sir James Bellingham was so 
pleased with the work that he caused the same hand to 
execute, above the fireplace, the royal arms of Elizabeth 
supported by the lion and the dragon. A somewhat 
similar coat, and of the same date, is to be found at 
Yanwath Hall; and another at an ancient hostelry 
at Penrith, before which all strangers upon entering in 
were expected to drink the loyal toast. 

But to return to the hall at Levens, the plaster frieze 
on either side of the royal arms is clearly the work of 
another craftsman, and was probably erected between 
the years 1600 and 1617. Between Ionic pilasters and. 
beneath wreathed arcades are either grotesque figures or 
coats of arms. In the latter it would seem as if the 
various heraldic charges proved almost too much for 
the plasterer, and one car, imagine Sir James sitting 
down and sketching out what he wanted and the poor 
man mixing his parge and setting about his exasperating 
task in a bold and vigorous manner. 

And yet a greater development was made when the 
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QUATRE-FOIL IN HALL AT LEVENS. 

TO FACE P. I40. 
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ROYAL ARMS IN HALL AT LEVENS. 
TO FACE P. I40. 
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pendentive ceiling was introduced from Italy. The 
boss, which was originally intended to cover over the 
unworked junction of the ribs, had become a characteristic 
feature and had increased in size to a conical ornament. 
But now it was still further increased into a deep drooping 
pendant, and the ribs and ceiling were curved down 
considerably to form, as it were, the root of it. 
Undoubtedly the best example in our district, and perhaps 
the earliest one in England, is to be found at Sizergh 
Hall. It was erected sometime after 1573, when Alice 
Strickland married Sir Thomas Boynton, and before 
1586, when she handed over the Hall to the young Thomas 
Strickland upon his coming of age. And although our 
native craftsmen were to come shortly to the zenith of 
their power, it must be doubted whether they could have 
accomplished this work. 

By the close of Elizabeth's reign there was, so it is 
said, hardly a house of any importance that had not some 
sort of modelled frieze or panelled and floreated ceiling. 
Gray, in his humorous poem, ` The Long Story,' puts it 
that they- 

" Employed the power of fairy hands 
To raise the ceiling's fretted height, 
Each panel with achievements clothing." 

And yet how few remain to this present day. At Burne-
side Hall there are remnants in an upper room that show 
16th century ribs worked to a large quatre-foil design 
within which are graceful vine stems with leaves and 
grapes; but more than half has fallen. And at Gathorne 
Hall there are portions of a late frieze, but the ceiling 
ornament has gone, and so by degrees this interesting 
craftsmanship disappears. 

We have a few specimens of the Jacobean period when 
the art began to decline. Look for instance at the singular 
pieces in the two Halls at Calgarth and Bleaze—the one 
entirely lacking in grace of line, while the other by its 
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142 	THE ART OF THE ENGLISH PLASTERER. 

very correctness lacking that spirit of freedom which is 
characteristic of the best English work. Both date from 
the early part of the 17th century, and they reveal the 
great contrast there then was in the art and material of 
the craftsman. The ceiling at Calgarth Old Hall follows 
the early rib form of a semi-circle struck upon the side 
of a straight line, but the spaces between are filled with 
parged devices of the crudest kind. Look at the shape of 
the lion and the crumpled up eagle, the child-like attempt 
at vine leaves and the ugly twist of the stems. It is dated 
about 1638. Again there is a parge modelled over-mantel 
of the same date; it displays two very crude armorial 
shields the one of Christopher Philipson with his motto 
Fide non fraude, and the other of his wife, Elizabeth 
Wyville; grotesque and venomous serpents support the 
latter shield, and from a bottom corner a very poor 
attempt has been made to form a stem of foliage which 
seems to straggle upward in the most awkward manner. 

Both ceiling and over-mantel clearly have been worked 
in the native parge and by a hand without much skill. 

On the other hand at Bleaze Hall there is a ceiling of 
superfine elegance which dates between the years 1631 
and 1644.. By cross beams it has been divided into three 
compartments and in each were two large spirals of perfect 
formation, tied together with a knot. There now remains 
little more than one complete spiral that forms a stem 
from which flow tiny branches each carrying a vine leaf 
and a heavy bunch of grapes. The whole work is so 
stiff and correct that it seems to lose all artistic feeling. 
Calgarth is faulty by the very freedom of its badness, 
while Bleaze is by its servile goodness. 

In the early days of the craft, the various devices that 
enriched the background were nearly always modelled 
in the raw plaster by the thumb and fingers; later, when 
considerable repetition of the device was needed, they 
were engraved in wood and " butter-pressed " up into 

 
tcwaas_002_1930_vol30_0017



CEILING AT CALGARTH OLD HALL, 1638. 
TO FACE P. I42. 
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SPIRAL AT BLEAZE HALL. 

TO FACE P. I42. 
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OVER-MANTEL AT CALGARTH OLD HALL, 1638. 

TO FACE P. I42. 
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HIGH HEAD CASTLE, 1748. 

TO FACE P. 14 3. 
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the soft background, a process which left a slight im-
pression of the wooden stamp all around the emblem ; 
and still later they were cast in plaster-of-Paris even when 
the ribs were worked by hand and in situ. 

During the terrible days of the Civil War there was 
neither the time nor the spirit for this form of decoration, 
and in the days of the Commonwealth little would be 
attempted, but with the return of the Monarchy everyone 
seemed to delight in raising their coat of arms or their 
initials above the door head in stone or the mantel-piece 
in plaster. Such as at Low Brundrigg, near Kendal, 
where we find the initials G. and A. D. with the date 
1667 beneath a coat of arms now almost obliterated by 
many coverings of whitewash. Also at Gosforth Hall 
where in raised letters are the initials of Robert and 
Isabella Copley, within the four coils of a knot, and the 
date 1673. Or again, at 48, Highgate, Kendal, where 
between two vases of flowers is a shield bearing the initials 
I.D.D. and the date 1683. 

From this time the native work, at any rate in our 
district, appears to have died out, but we have some 
specimens of the Later Renaissance style wrought by 
Italian craftsmen. To this period belongs a ceiling 
erected by Andrew Hudleston in 173o at Hutton John; 
and there are three ceilings erected at the expense of 
John Brougham in 1748 at High Head Castle. Brougham 
had lived much in Italy and he specially sent over some 
Italians to execute this work for his nephew. These 
ceilings, however, do not fitly come within a review 
of the Art of the English Plasterer. 
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